INTRODUCTION WORDS AND DEEDS: RACIAL AND GENDER DIALOGUE, IDENTITY, AND CONFLICT IN THE VICEROYALTY OF NEW SPAIN
T he genesis for this special issue on "Words and Deeds" was a panel discussion held in conjunction with the January 1997 joint meeting of the Conference on Latin American History and the American Historical Association in New York City. Participants Richard Boyer, Sonya Lipsett-Rivera, Kimberly Hanger, and Jane Landers presented the papers included in this volume. The essays all flowed together so nicely and initiated such a lively exchange among panelists and the audience that the editors of The Americas asked us to prepare them for publication, incorporating some of the commentary offered at the session. What you read in the following pages is a result of that process, although we still think it rather ironic that a journal produced by the Academy of American Franciscan History should want to include articles with so many off-color words and references to sexual conduct and violence! The fact that these essays generated such interest as conference papers and appear in this special issue of The Americas confirms the value cultural historians are placing on the study of insults, conflicts, and other confrontational behavior to reconstruct societal norms and worldviews and assess challenges to them. What constituted an insult or defined anti-social behavior reveals much about what the community considered each person's position in it; resistance to one's assigned role and identity or objection to someone else misconstruing this identity unmasked a sense of injustice that community members, especially its leaders, had to rectify in order to maintain social order. If everyone 484 WORDS AND DEEDS had "played by the rules" and had not strayed from them, then those rules would have remained silent and largely unknown. But thanks to the occasional discrepancy between what one should do and what one actually did, we can look back from our position in the present and, at least in part, see what those rules that governed a past society were.
The analysis of "speech acts" and other types of conflict is part of an interdisciplinary fascination with discerning the unwritten cultural values that underlie social interaction. It grew out of postmodernist interests in constructing multiple narratives to attain a more complete worldview (one that incorporated more than just the voice(s) of elites), and has slowly caught the attention of scholars who study Latin America.
1 Historians such as Cheryl English Martin, who chaired our original panel at the CLAH/AHA meeting, have examined the public rituals necessary to govern a particular society, in her case colonial Chihuahua.
2 Others analyze humor and rituals of resistance, among which insults can be included, to ascertain societal norms and the limits of elite-defined acceptable behavior.
3 These limits were fairly flexible, as illuminated by investigations into Spain's and Spanish America's legal culture. Laws and judicial decisions reflected colonial cultural values, among them a concern for community harmony and tranquility. In his important work Charles R. Cutter portrays the "legal system as a mediator of social conflict," which provided a "constant venue of negotiation between distinct groups and individuals who comprised this hierarchical [colonial] society." 4 The goal of most jurists was to provide a sense of at least perceived justice, the resolution of conflict, and the restoration of personal and familial honor and identity to their proper places.
The damage that speech acts could do to one's respect and identity is the subject of Richard Boyer's lead essay in this issue. He provides a theoretical overview of the meaning of insults-or more broadly termed speech acts-illuminated with examples from Mexico and Brazil, that sets the stage for the following three essays' more in-depth look into the particular Spanish societies of central Mexico, Louisiana, and Florida. Emphasizing the complexity of colonial Mexico in terms of "race, ethnicity, locale, culture, place of origin, position, wealth, and clientele" (and we might add gender), Boyer probes this baroque culture for its ascribed meaning of valuation, of a person's sense of worth "relative to an 'other.' " Others defined which speech acts were in-' suiting. When words from another differed from one's image of oneself, they could be considered insults. By way of performative and performance situations, Boyer further analyzes speech as it "reinforced or ruptured identities" and as it revealed ritualized exchanges. He concludes that "identity was less fixed than we might have imagined" in colonial Mexico and that it is "best viewed as a discourse between self and society," one that was subject to constant negotiation.
Sonya Lipsett-Rivera incorporates many of Boyer's theories when she looks at insulting words and behavior in central Mexico from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth centuries. Comparing symbols of respect with those of humiliation, Lipsett-Rivera surveys verbal and physical insults in order to detect patterns in these attempts to invert the more acceptable customs of respect and submission prevalent in late colonial and early national Mexico. Gestures as well as words are the focus of Lipsett-Rivera's inquiry into distortion of the social hierarchy and one's sense of place within that hierarchy. Body language that insulted included pulling hair, slashing the face, ripping and sullying clothes, forcing one to bow his or her head, and staring directly at another, all of which created a vocabulary of offense in opposition to the usual one of deference. Lipsett-Rivera carefully studies these "words and deeds" as they varied over time and among social classes in central Mexico, thereby providing a valuable "window onto social experiences that are not often captured in documents." Kimberly S. Hanger and Jane G. Landers then take the reader to two outlying regions of the Viceroyalty of New Spain-Louisiana and Florida-to examine verbal and physical conflict in more racially diverse settings. Hanger concentrates on the insults and violence directed toward and returned by free women of color in Spanish New Orleans. Although officials in New Orleans and throughout the Span-ish empire sought to maintain an equilibrium and a sense of total tranquility among various elements of the social hierarchy, their skills were especially tested in the more fluid, flexible environment of the frontier communities that dotted New Spain's northern and eastern borderlands. Free black women in particular resisted attempts to degrade them as nonwhite, female, and often poor. They utilized the Spanish legal system and notions of respect and honor to assert their rights as free persons, workers, property holders, church goers, and mothers (and often the sole breadwinners of their families). Threats to the identities they had carefully constructed drew much the same response as they did in central Mexico, including similar word choices, gestures, and actions.
Landers also looks at women on the far reaches of the viceroyalty, in this case St. Augustine, Florida. She adds the context of gender to an analysis of Spanish legal culture in order to assess "the ways in which the community and the court attempted to monitor and correct the 'disruptive' behavior of women." Like colonial New Orleans, St. Augustine was a multiethnic, multiracial community made up of several European groups, Native Americans, African Americans, and various mixtures of all three. Identity was a complex and tricky matter, complicated even further by notions of gender and proper female behavior. When identity became the source of confrontation, authorities stepped in to adjudicate a compromise and restore a sense of communal order. In addition to such formal institutions as the legal system, Landers takes into account the workings of informal social arrangements like consanguine and fictive kinship networks to evaluate race, class, and gender conflict and its resolution.
Although all the essays contained herein are unique, original pieces, some common themes emerge from them that illuminate the meaning of verbal and physical insults for construction of identity. First, speech acts, insults, and conflict all reflect as well as help reveal the social hierarchy of any particular community. Members were aware of this hierarchy and their place within it even if they sought to disrupt it. As with carnival and other fiesta rituals, insults "turned the world upside down;" in a way they confirmed the social order by emphasizing transgressions against it. These are the disjunctions or incongruities between what one is reputed to be and what one thinks he or she is to which Boyer refers in his article. Spanish American communities were bounded, with persons who crossed the line between respect and disrespect forcing a constant redefinition of those boundaries. Lipsett-Rivera and other cultural historians define these zones of dispute as "contested spaces."
Shifting boundaries enclosing spaces of acceptable behavior also point to the complexity of colonial societies. Members constantly had to be aware of their own and others' positions so that they did not inadvertently convey disrespect, or on the other hand, know what words and acts would be the most effective when trying to humiliate. The cases that Boyer, Lipsett-Rivera, Hanger, and Landers bring to light disclose the fine texture of everyday life-what it took to succeed or even merely exist in such complex communities. The world these 'sources reveal thus proves to be much more interesting, complicated, and thus sometimes frustratingly incomprehensible than what one gets from the single dominant narrative supplied by officials and elites.
The essays and the documents on which they rely also explicate the difficulty of "decoding" identity and behavior. As Boyer so eloquently states: "Of course much about such exchanges from the distant past surely eludes our understanding. We view them dimly from another time and culture and through the lens of fragments in archival documents." What lay behind ostensibly innocent encounters, what boundaries were crossed that they resulted in the hurling of words and slashing of knives and the possible petition for grievance telling modern observers that such an incident occurred? The authors of this collection call on their impressive familiarity with rich archival materials to elucidate what longstanding hostilities possibly existed to trigger these seemingly overreactions, but even they can only speculate.
Of course, the intent of Spanish authorities was to avoid such confrontations at all, and once they occurred, to reach a compromise between the offending parties. The essays in this volume show that such measures of social control were difficult to attain in all of New Spain but even more so in the multiethnic, diverse, remote communities of Spanish Florida and Louisiana. Building on the work of Cheryl E. Martin and Charles R. Cutter, Landers and Hanger point to the dilemmas officials and elites faced in balancing interests and maintaining peace and tranquility among diverse elements of European, indigenous, African, and casta (mixed-race) peoples in areas that were far removed from the core administration in Mexico City. The presence of a large African population in particular differentiated central Mexico from Florida and Louisiana in the eighteenth century. In St. Augustine and New Orleans slaves and free blacks continually challenged the authority of masters, priests, and bureaucrats. And even in Mexico City people of African descent persisted and were identified as the "other," as is evident from the frequent use of the terms "negra" and "mulata" to insult someone.
The articles also confirm that the famed Spanish struggle for justice extended well into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and onto the far reaches of Spain's American empire. Hanger and Landers demonstrate that slaves and free blacks, like Indians, had rights within the Spanish legal system much greater than they would have had in Anglo or French colonies. As in central Mexico, however, the Spanish concern for administering justice was patterned according to a hierarchy of class, race, legal status, and gender. The patriarchal, paternalistic, racist nature of Spanish American societies made single women, especially nonwhites, particularly vulnerable to exploitation. The case studies presented in this volume stress the advantage women gained, despite a possible loss of independence as we perceive it today, by having a male protector, whether husband, father, consort, master, or patron. Nevertheless, even the "least among them," like the enslaved woman Andaina in St. Augustine, was accorded a voice before the law, and the hierarchy could be modified to meet special circumstances. With the flexibility that customary law and personal discretion gave judges, court decisions can thus provide a window into the values that ordered a past society.
The insults that created a need for such court decisions also reveal much about societal values and hierarchies. Boyer draws a theoretical construct in which insulting words and behavior always aimed to reduce the victim's status-thus defining what her or his proper or expected status was-and were only effective if inflicted in the presence of an audience for whom that status mattered. Boyer's own case studies and those of Lipsett-Rivera, Hanger, and Landers provide the snapshots that fill this framework. They reinforce each other's argument that insults were most pernicious when they diverged from the image the victim had of her or himself, when they distorted one's self identity and reputation. Lipsett-Rivera compares them to the "fighting words" William B. Taylor found in rural Mexican villages, 5 and they seem to have been even more forceful when employed before the larger urban audiences that gathered in such public spaces as markets, churches, plazas, and thoroughfares. In addition to noting similar choices of offensive words and common places in which to hurl them, the authors ascertain that when insults escalated into physical violence, the body parts commonly targeted were those most closely associated with one's honor: head, hair, face, and eyes. The fact that these features were the most visible and hardest to cover and conceal made the deed even more humiliating. To reiterate, speech acts and the violent behavior that often accompanied them could break more than mere bones.
Accusations of slander, injury, murder, mistreatment, sexual misconduct, and cause for divorce enliven tedious official accounts of what ' society was supposed to be and reveal it more closely for what it was, providing altogether a much more complex and fascinating depiction than what we had before the advent of social and cultural history. No reconstruction of such complicated communities could ever possible be complete, however, and Boyer, Lipsett-Rivera, Hanger, and Landers do not pretend to do so. With the exception of Lipsett-Rivera's occasional reference to the meaning ancient Nahuas assigned to certain insults, body parts, and moral centers, the authors mainly focus on Spanish notions of honor and justice. They neglect how indigenous and African peoples defined such concepts, as well as how their kin and community networks operated in adjudicating conflict. Did insults convey the same meaning to people of Native and African descent as they did to Hispanics in New Spain? Of course, the authors are primarily looking at communities long after initial contact when their urban populations would have been at least partially "creolized" and in which Spaniards were theoretically the dominant group. The issue leaves room for further study. Nevertheless, through a carefully nuanced reading and interpretation of an impressive array of primary sources, the authors of the essays included in this special issue of The Americas establish the importance that respect, identity, and conflict arising from challenges to one's self-image (however defined) held for people in past societies. Such revelations are especially powerful because the issues are still very relevant to today's world.
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